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Strange, strange to think his blood is cold

And mine flows easy on ;
And that straight look, that heart of gold,

That grace, that manhood gone.

One is unhappily reminded of the famous review of In
Memoriam : " These touching lines evidently come from the full
heart of the widow of a military man." And the weakness, the
sentimentality of this poem, which is admittedly personal, brings
us into rather ticklish territory. A ribald friend of mine once
said : " Professor Housman seems to have taken up first with a
young man who committed suicide, and then with one who was
hanged. No wonder his view of life is gloomy.55 But the poet
himself was at pains to explain that very little of The Shropshire
Lad was biographical. At the same time, there can be no doubt,
I think, that young men, especially young men in uniform, excited
in the poet envy and a quite special solicitude. ec A soldier cheap
to the King and dear to me,53 we read in one of the new poems,
and the belted redcoat in " his finery of fire " appears repeatedly
in both the previous volumes.

I sought them far and found them.
The sure, the straight, the brave,
The hearts I lost my own to,
The souls I could not save.
They braced their belts about them,

They crossed in ships the sea,
They sought and found six feet of ground

And there they died for me.

Housman's style is often very close to Kipling's, but when they
write about soldiers it is with rather different emotions. One of
the Last Poems reiterates the lines :

Says I, I will 'list for a lancer,
Oh who would not sleep with the brave ?

It is very dangerous to attribute to a poet all the sentiments he
expresses in his work, but it seems evident that a passionate
longing for the muscular and reckless company of soldiers, an
envy of their rough and hazardous life, devoured Housman as a
repeated daydream.

Say, lad, have you things to do ?

Quick then, while your day's at prime,
Quick, and if 'tis work for two,

Here am I, man : now's your time.
*           *           *

Ere the wholesome flesh decay,

And the willing nerve be numb.
And the lips lack breath to say,

*' No, my lad, I cannot come,'*